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      Alicia Brooks tossed aside the terrible document and peered through the little aircraft’s layered window. The panes were slightly yellowed and cloudy and tiny ice crystals built up inside the face of the outer sheet of glass, making delicate, pretty frosting patterns.

      The engine’s drone cut through even those layers, and the sweeping whirl of the propellor created a blur that was at once reassuring and discomforting. The refreshing relief of a fan on a summer’s day. The spin of a lumber saw in a giant, dangerous mill.

      Alicia smiled and shook her head at herself. Why did she let her imagination do that? Allow itself to get just a little dark.

      All she was doing was heading across Alaska. People did that every day.

      Case in point the sixteen other people in the cabin with her, though the ten empty seats suggested that the little independent airline was running under capacity.

      It was nice, though, to have an empty seat beside her. Right now she didn’t need to be crowded.

      Mostly when she rode planes, Alicia had too many papers to go through to actually be able to indulge in gawping outside.

      Today was different though. Today might just change everything.

      No. It would change everything. Where the ‘might’ came into it was whether it would be for the better or for the worse.

      Her father’s estate. A complicated shambolic mess if there ever had been one. Like a wrecker’s yard after a tornado. Like a hoarder’s attic following an earthquake.

      Like her brother David’s garage on a day after he’d actually done some tidying up.

      Again, that carried her to dark thoughts. Would David actually be there? Would he come and do the hard work to try to make sure that these corporate interests didn’t try to steal everything away? Or most everything? Make sure their father’s estate was tidy and finalized?

      And why was she thinking that she needed David anyway?

      She was thirty-six years old, able to juggle multiple accounts with demanding clients, able to run most days and able to fend off the attentions of at least three of her single male neighbors in the little condominium complex, and yet still not able to handle dealing with her brother.

      Across the aisle from her sat a young couple, the woman staring out the window, and the man, in the aisle seat, reading a book from a new Kindle. He had earbuds in, which made Alicia wish she’d brought hers in with her. To block out the engine noise. To have a little distracting music going.

      She stared at the back of the seat in front. In the plastic slot, above the locked tray table, there was a battered airline magazine. Alaska Adventure, with a photograph of those fabulous cold mountains in Denali National Park and headlines for the articles. Braving The Waves: Authentic Fishing Adventures, Polar Bear Connections North of the Arctic Circle, Sam Strother–Actress Supreme.

      Behind the magazine stood a white paper bag. Use in case of nausea, and the aircraft’s safety card. She didn’t even want to think about that. Brace yourself with both hands on the seat in front of you. Your life jacket is stored beneath your seat. Lighting will guide you to the aircraft’s exit.

      Better to just look at the scenery than to imagine the aircraft plunging into the wintery pines like a blazing meteor.

      Alicia shuddered.

      The cabin attendant came by. A woman who couldn’t have been more than twenty. Sparkly eyes and thick dark hair tied back under her stylish uniform hat. She leaned in.

      “You wanted the soy milk in your coffee, didn’t you?” she said.

      “I don’t want to be any trouble,” Alicia said.

      “Oh, it’s no trouble, usually. Just that we missed getting any soy milk loaded when we did the changeover in Juneau.”

      Alicia’s last day and a half had been one of connections. Kansas city to Seattle, Seattle to Vancouver, Vancouver to Juneau, and now Juneau to Candleton.

      “It’s fine,” she said. Probably not a great idea to have yet another coffee anyway. As someone who preferred soy or almond milk, she knew to be flexible and tolerant and open-minded.

      A little advantage of entering her thirties and saying goodbye to a little of that twenty-something angst. And she had to smile at herself. Now thirty-six, she was no longer ‘entering’ her thirties, but actually closer to ‘exiting’.

      “Juice would be fine,” she said. “If you have that. Or just water.”

      The woman smiled and winked. “I bet you’d like juice with pulp?”

      “Sounds delicious.”

      “Coming right up.” The attendant stepped back and continued along the aisle, checking in with other passengers.

      It was a two-hour flight, and just one of two a week into Candleton. The little airline made triangles through Fairbanks, Anchorage and a few other little towns like Candleton. Somehow they stayed afloat, even if they did mess up getting soy milk aboard their planes from time to time.

      Below, the mountains continued to glisten. The glaciers were smaller, apparently, though still impressive. Great snakes of ice, bent and jagged at the curves, rippled and broken through the center. The low sun drove long shadows out from the irregularities of both ice and rock.

      Wasteland. Cold and unforgiving. Alicia reached up and closed off the little air vent in the bottom of the aircraft’s nominal overhead rack.

      She picked up pages she’d tossed onto the empty seat beside her. A sheaf of a dozen or so. Stapled efficiently in one corner, and with two folds so that they would fit neatly into a standard DLE envelope.

      It was all very straight forward. ‘Herewith’ this and ‘party of the first’ that. ‘The assignee shall ensure that the aforementioned requisite documentation receives the required signatures before November twelfth’. It had head-spinning stuff. Gobbledygook. So easy to hide away some little clause in there that the wary might not notice.

      ‘Your firstborn child shall be given as sacrifice’.

      The City of Candleton–a joke surely, since the place’s population was somewhere around eight thousand–wanted to erect a condo on the site of her father’s home. He’d barely gone and already they were moving in. As if they had the documents ready and mailed them the moment he was in the ground.

      She dealt with these kinds of things all the time, but with it all being tangled with her father’s death, she was just... just... unable to focus. The words blurred. The meanings were lost.

      Her father was gone.

      That should be enough to deal with, without all the money-hungry bureaucracy.

      Alicia leaned her head back against the warm, if coarse, fabric of the chair back. She’d kicked off her shoes and she sat in her stocking feet. She squeezed her toes in, as if balling a fist. An old thing, from some movie, to help with nerves and airsickness and concentration. Worked better on thick carpet, but she would take the functional, workaday flooring of the old aircraft.

      Alicia folded down the tray table and made some notes in the document’s margins. Who cleans out the garage? Did he own all the junk in there?

      She’d only seen photographs. A skidoo, a ride on mower and a snow blower. Bunches of boxes, chests and barrels. Tires, skis, snowshoes, maps tacked up to the walls.

      Where her brother got it from.

      Alicia had kind of gone the other way. Simplicity. Eschewing things, living simply. Too many yoga retreats and too few friends. She might have a calm and spacious life unencumbered by a surfeit of material possessions, but somewhere along the way she’d become frosty and distant and hard to get to know.

      Yay for therapy for giving her all that, even if it had never given her to tools or capacity to actually do anything about it.

      “Are you all right?” the cabin attendant said, arriving with a tall plastic glass of pulpy juice.

      Alicia smiled, feeling the stiffness in her shoulders and a tension in her neck.

      “I should have gone to the Azores,” she said, taking the glass. “Or Fiji or even just Cabo. Gone and lain on the beach in the sun until got too hot and then gone to the pool and soaked until I could appear in a California Raisin commercial.”

      “Oh?”

      “Wrinkles.”

      “Oh, I got it already. But it strikes me that you’re going  completely in the wrong direction for any of those places. We’ve got a whole lot of the outdoors up here, but I don’t know that anyone is slinking from the beach to the pool anywhere.”

      Alicia smiled.

      “The place I stay in Candleton,” the attendant went on, “it’s got a hot tub, and a full-sized pool. Well, I mean, it’s like a really big lap pool. MacGregor’s Lodge. Are you booked there?”

      The great thing about a small airline was how the attendants and staff were extra-friendly. Not that Delta or Southwest staff weren’t, but it tended to be a little more genuine

      “That sounds nice,” Alicia said. “But no. I’m staying at my father’s place.”

      “Oh, family time! That should be wonderful.”

      Alicia smiled and nodded. Friendly and genuine as it might be, this was no place to be talking about cleaning up an estate for a man she barely knew and never especially much liked.

      Part of Alicia would have liked to have just picked up a rental car at the Candleton airport, driven via the General Store for matches and some kind of accelerant and headed straight up to Bondurant Street and set fire to the damn place.

      She could have just stood back and watched the blaze light up the desolate landscape.

      The Candleton sheriff would have been along soon enough, but perhaps Alicia would have been beyond caring.

      “It will be wonderful,” Alicia said. “In a cathartic kind of way, I hope.”

      “Oh,” the attendant said. “Catharsis. Sorry if I misunderstood.” She glanced along the aisle, almost as if looking for another passenger needing something so she could flee.

      “It’s all right. My family were never especially close. I haven’t been back in almost twenty years.”

      “You left when you were a child?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “You’re older than you look!” Flight attendants always ready with a smooth bit of flattery.

      “Thank you. Surprising, since I feel as if I’m rapidly aging beyond my years.”

      “You look great.” Another smile.

      Flirting. How about that?

      No. Alicia tamped herself down. The woman was likely just very good at her job. Making people feel valued. Perhaps genuinely interested and likable, but still quite cognizant that tomorrow she would be making another two or three flights, with more bored, annoying and, potentially, nice passengers. People who were aboard for a few hours, then were off to collect their luggage, meet their rides and who would be exiting her life for good the moment they stepped off the plane.

      For most passengers, the attendants were little more than window dressing.

      “Thank you,” Alicia said. “I feel as if I look a mess. Hours of traveling. Dealing with ridiculous documents–” she shook the sheaf “–and trying to placate family and friends over this little disaster. Which I don’t need to bore you with.”

      Now Alicia poked her head up above the seat and looked along the aisle.

      The other passengers she could see were sipping from their drinks, or reading books, sleeping, nodding their heads to music. One woman was crying a little, dabbing at her eyes.

      “You have plenty to do.” Alicia reached out and touched the attendant’s arm. “And if anyone looks great, it’s you. After hours in the air and you’ve not a hair out of place and you have a constant smile.”

      Good grief, was she flirting back? Ridiculous. Alicia was pretty heterosexual, she knew that. One time in college–practically a cliché–she’d spent the night with another woman. Aside from that it had been an ever-revolving string of male twerps, twits and, as Marie her Australian friend would say, drongos.

      Alicia drew her hand back.

      “I do have plenty to do,” the woman said, still with that radiant smile. A little neutral now, perhaps.

      “Sorry,” Alicia said, placing her hands between her knees. “Thanks for the juice.”

      “No trouble.” Another wink. Friendly, not sexual or anything else. Just doing her job. “Just let me know if you’d like anything else.”

      “Thanks.”

      The attendant stepped away as Alicia took a sip of the juice. The attendant looked back. Leaned in.

      “Grace,” she said. “I’m Grace.”

      Alicia coughed a little on her juice. “Alicia.”

      “Charmed.”

      Then Grace was gone, off along the aisle, and speaking with the other passengers in the same friendly tones. It was very easy to imagine her arriving at her lodge in Candleton and shutting out the world. Slipping into the hot tub and tuning out.

      Alicia took another sip. The juice was really good. As if it had been squeezed in California just this morning. She opened up the tray table on the neighboring seat and nestled the glass into the little circular hollow.

      The drone of the plane continued, but there was a sudden little turbulent shudder. Alicia looked out the window again and saw the wingtip bouncing up and down.

      It was normal. Even in a small plane. Flex in the wings.

      Normal.

      One good thing about her brother David was that he knew about planes. He’d explained plenty to her over the years. Reassuring.

      The whines and clunks were just the servos and actuators doing their jobs to adjust the aircraft’s trim. The loud thumps from under the floor were the sounds of the undercarriage locking into place.

      “You don’t hear those thumps,” he’d said once, “then maybe you do have to worry a little. Maybe the wheel’s aren’t down properly and you’re going in on the plane’s belly with... sorry, I’m meant to be reassuring, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      Alicia wasn’t a nervous flyer, but knowing that aircraft were robust and had numerous redundancies was helpful in feeling more comfortable.

      She was more nervous about what she might be about to face when she finally made it up to Bondurant Street. When she made it to the local lawyers’ office.

      It was a tough thing to process. Something best pushed to the back of her mind.

      With so many other things.

      The aircraft shuddered again.

      A chime sounded. By the vent above, the Fasten Seatbelts lamp flicked on and off. On and off. Then came on and stayed on.

      Grace darted forward. Almost running along the aisle.

      Another shudder. Something screeched.

      Behind Alicia, someone yelped.

      Grace had gone to the front of the cabin and was strapping herself into the rear-facing steward’s seat.

      With a full shoulder harness.

      Alicia grabbed at her lap belt. It felt so inadequate.

      But it was fastened.

      She pulled it tighter.

      She looked out the window.

      Something black was streaming from the side of the engine.

      Oily.

      Behind the engine, the fluid was igniting. Glittering sparks shimmered. They blasted away behind immediately. Carried off by the aircraft’s velocity.

      Grace was speaking into an old style telephone handset. Her voice was coming through the cabin speakers.

      Alicia didn’t hear a word.

      Or rather, she did hear them, just didn’t comprehend the meaning.

      Probably something about bracing. About preparing to evacuate. About how everything was really under control.

      They were definitely closer to the ground now. Ice.  Patches of trees.

      A road. That was reassuring. Perhaps they could land on the road and a bus would arrive to carry the passengers and crew on to Candleton.

      But the road was crosswise to their trajectory. Left behind like the sparkling oil.

      Alicia clutched at the hand-rests.

      The plane shook. Another person yelped.

      The seatbelt sign shut off. Chimed. Came on again.

      Steeling herself, Alicia looked out the window.

      They seemed so very low now. Hundreds of feet, rather than thousands.

      There were houses, then. Cars. Yards.

      The engine sound changed. Something below the floor clunked.

      The sounds of the undercarriage locking into place.

      One can hope.

      Would this leave David to clean up two estates? Their father’s and her own.

      Part of her wanted to live through that just to prevent the kind of mess that would create.

      The houses vanished behind. Then, a flash of icy grassy ground.

      Then tarmac. Black. A set of white stripes like a crosswalk.

      The aircraft’s angle adjusted. Pitching up.

      More thumps. Shuddering.

      They were on the tarmac. Racing along. Landing.

      No, landed.

      Slowing. Almost as if they were on schedule and about to taxi into the terminal building.

      Alicia peered out. The engine and wing were black with oil. Or oil and soot.

      The terminal building was there.

      But it wasn’t Candleton. She could just read the sign on the roof. Wilkes Landing.

      She’d never even heard of it.
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      Brent Naylor sat back in the little emergency building, sweaty, tired and achy.

      Relieved.

      A cool wind blew through, icy from its passage across the wooded hills. The hemlocks and cedars, so thick and strong, bracing themselves for winter. Their heady smell swung in on the wind too, mixing with the stink of avgas and retardant foam.

      Brent was still wearing his heavy flame resistant overalls, so the wind was welcome.

      He had a Powerade bottle from the little kitchen fridge, and he’d just about downed the whole thing. Mountain Blast, the most popular flavor in the whole of Alaska, he’d heard. A glacial blue, and overly sweet, but a welcome relief after a frantic hour.

      Around him the building stood austere and simple. In theory it was a regular firehouse, with their relatively new Striker appliance, a bunkhouse section, offices, training room and all the gear storage. The little kitchen where way too many microwave meals got cooked.

      It was a workaday place, almost a home away from home. Too many of the trainees and kids hung out for too long after their shifts. Kind of the way of Alaska, really. Hanging out and talking nonsense.

      Especially after serious business.

      The appliance itself was parked out front, ready to hose down and check and refuel. The Oshkosh Striker, was secondhand but in good shape. The airport had gotten it a year back, less than ten years old. Actually from an airport in Wisconsin, just down the road from the Oshkosh factory. That fire crew had received a welcome injection of cash for an upgrade.

      And likewise, a little extra cash had appeared for the Wilkes Landing airport. Some of it had gone on minor renovations of the terminal, and some on actual useful equipment.

      Some of the mining companies might be turning the counting into slag and tailings, but they were happy to cough up grants. Especially if it offset taxes.

      Brent wasn’t complaining. With a few tweaks, the Fifty, as they were calling it, had been ready for duties.

      The Oshkosh Striker was a pale yellow-green, distinguishing it as an airport appliance, rather than the red of regular fire trucks. And unlike regular fire trucks with their flat front ends, the Oshkosh had a steeply sloping, pointed nose, to afford better views above and below.

      It was a beautiful machine. Kind of functional and ugly, but it had such capacity and versatility that made Brent envious in a way. If he was a little more versatile, then maybe he would have made more of himself. Achieved some of those things that seven-year-old Brent had imagined.

      Starring in a movie. Flying to the space station. Winning the Indy 500.

      But even the more pragmatic, more adult dreams. Finishing his degree. Staying in touch with his sister. Finding someone to settle down with.

      Brent smiled and sighed and rolled his shoulders. Getting maudlin over those missed dreams was not a track he should go down. After all, he was a fire fighter. Willing to go into a burning building to rescue the children. Who needed versatility if that kind of thing was in your skill base, huh?

      And the women who were impressed by that, never much seemed like the settle-down-with kind.

      Right about now, he needed to give himself a good talking to. It was his job. And he had to deal with the adrenalin of a possible disaster, and the tingle that it left when everything was all right.

      When the aircraft steps had wheeled up to the aircraft and all the passengers hustled off into the little terminal, he hadn’t been prepared at all for his feelings.

      He’d watched them walking across the tarmac. The mix of fear and relief had been palpable. Like the shimmer in the air from a chopper’s exhaust.

      They’d streamed past him. Confused and startled. Set down in Wilkes Landing when they’d been expecting somewhere else.

      Business people. Students. Locals. An older couple that he’d met at a fundraiser a couple of years before, which was startling.

      A woman with jet black straight hair and severe brows who’d met his eyes with her own ice-blues and given him the slightest of smiles and the slightest of nods.

      There was something in that look. A charge. Odd, really. He’d never experienced that with anyone before. A pity it was all done. He wouldn’t have minded a bit getting to spend a moment or two getting to know her.

      Brent shook his head. That wasn’t like him at all.

      Out on the tarmac, the technicians and airport staff had taken over. Back in the appliance, Calie, his offsider, had told him the plane had been flying from Juneau to Candleton.

      “Lucky,” she’d said as they’d driven back across the tarmac to the fire house. “They would have had to have crossed the Fendals and the Cropper Range. Peaks up around eight thousand feet.”

      “A disaster averted.”

      “Yeah, and now we’ve got a dozen people not where they need to be.”

      “Alive. That’s the key there.”

      “Man, we’ll have to rustle up another plane or a bus or something.”

      Engineers would have to come in to look the plane over before it could be flown out. Likely the pilots would fly it over empty to Fairbanks or Anchorage for a proper inspection.

      “Not our business, though,” Calie had said, as if Brent had answered. She was very good at carrying out a conversation single-handedly. “We just have to be ready to hose things down and keep people safe.”

      That was it, of course. Even if fire fighting involved a lot of practice and a lot of waiting around, you still had to be ready.

      Who’d have thought that almost before the appliance’s fresh coat of paint was dry that they’d have the Fifty out on the tarmac attending an emergency?

      The sudden arrival of the big ATR had been a surprise, that was for sure.

      Wilkes Landing was a small town, and the airport mostly serviced the local helicopter and light fixed-wing businesses. Remote and mountainous, there were no real regular scheduled flights in or out.

      Technically, the ATR wasn’t a big plane. Down in Sea-Tac or LAX the thing would be dwarfed by the Boeing and Airbus jets.

      But here, way up the valley, deep in the heart of Southeast Fairbanks you never saw those things. Maybe flyovers. Sometimes he would spot contrails. Perhaps from flights from Miami to Seoul or Los Angeles to Mumbai. People from Kansas thought they lived in a flyover state

      Brent sighed to himself. He’d spent plenty of time in the lower forty-eight and honestly didn’t miss them a bit.

      “Beer?” Calie said, coming through the big open garage door space. “I think beer, don’t you? Down at Gregorian. Beer and pizza. It’s been an awful long time since I’ve had pizza.”

      “It’s been all of a week.” Brent finished his Powerade.

      Calie was in her early twenties. The farthest she’d ever been from Wilkes Landing was something like six miles up into the hills. She liked to hike, but also liked familiarity.

      She was cute and funny and raw. Her thick blonde hair and green eyes belied her mixed ancestry. She liked to say she was forty-nine percent Inuit and fifty-one percent who the heck knows?

      She lived in a faux-log cabin up on Jim Bales Lane, near the northern end of town. A quiet back end of the community, which backed onto a nice sweep of hardy old growth willows and cedars. Dropmore Pond was a couple of minutes walk from her back door and Calie often invited Brent and others up for barbecues.

      Wilkes Landing boasted a population of close to nine thousand. A tight community, really.

      Out on the Bayliss highway entry to town, some bored local had painted a line through the Population 9000 number on the Welcome to Wilkes Landing sign and painted in 9001. When the town council had fixed it, it got crossed out again, and 9002 was added. After 9005 the council just gave up. It was near enough anyway.

      “So pizza it is, huh?” Calie said.

      “Sure thing.” Brent stood. He felt okay, actually. He’d fought fires before. Attended car wrecks and domestic incidents. Usually things were way worse than today.

      “Are you taking any of the passengers in?” Calie asked.

      “Taking passengers in?” he said.

      “Sure. You’ve got space. I’m putting up a couple. A mother and her daughter.”

      “Won’t they just go to Feihler Motel? Or the school?” It was getting late in the day, so it made sense that the passengers weren’t moving on. At least someone had figured it was safe to retrieve their luggage from the aircraft.

      “The school!” Calie said. “That’s cold! People survive an airplane crash and you just want to shuffle them off to the school?”

      “The aircraft didn’t crash.”

      “Doesn’t matter. They’re survivors. It could have gone badly and he knew it. Can you not see that?”

      “They had a startling experience, sure, but honestly their lives weren’t in danger. The plane can fly on a single engine. Part of its design redundancy.”

      “Oh my gosh, you are so obtuse. How have I never seen this about you before?”

      “You have. And you’ve mentioned it before,” Brent said with a smile.

      A couple of months back, down at the corner of route two Caravel Road a pickup had smacked into the passenger side of new SUV. The SUV had flipped and, without touching any part of its bodywork on the ground, had landed back on its tires.

      Everyone had been shaken, but there were no broken bones. Just a few scrapes and scratches.

      When they’d gone down, Brent had made the fool mistake of saying they’d barely needed to attend. Everyone could have taken care of things from the little freebie first aid kit in the SUV’s glove compartment.

      “I have mentioned it before,” Calie said. “And heaven help me, I hope I don’t have to mention it again. Ever.”

      “Well, not until next time there’s a faux emergency.”

      “No! That’s exactly the point. There are not faux emergencies if you’re the one it happened to. If there’s a...” Calie trailed off, as Brent grinned at her.

      “I get it,” he said. “I do know what you mean, but some days I can be a little too pragmatic. I get that too.”

      “You know what?” Calie said, starting back toward the door. “I’m going to talk to Neil about getting someone to come and bunk at your place. Maybe you’ll learn a little compassion.”

      Neil was the airport manager, and it had fallen to him to manage overnighting the passengers and crew.

      “Calie,” Brent said to her back as she stalked off. “I have plenty of compassion.” He had to raise his voice. “You think that I got into this line of work with no compassion? I could have gone into hedge funds, you know that?”

      But she was gone.

      Off to find someone to share his little place for the night. There was probably no way out of it, so he should leave now and tidy up some.
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      Alicia was still shaking as she sat in a corner of the Spartan airport terminal building. The seat was hard on her backside and she had the slightest edge of a headache developing.

      She’d called David and gotten his voicemail. She’d called the lawyer in Candleton and gotten the answering service.

      The air was turned up to warm, and there were still a few people around. The staff had been incredibly friendly and welcoming and apologetic. As if it was their fault that the plane’s engine had just about fallen off.

      Alicia rolled her shoulders and put her hands up, arms crossed, to touch her collarbone. She dug her fingers in.

      Hard.

      The sensation was good. Relieving.

      She took deep breaths. She was alive. Everyone who’d been aboard the plane was alive. Shouldn’t she feel elated? Excited? At least relieved?

      It was a natural reaction. Fear. Surprise. That adrenalin rush that had left her shaking like this.

      She held her hands out in front of her and watched her fingertips trembling. Surely it would pass soon.

      The building had a high ceiling with an enormous decorative lamp set hanging from the center. Pieces of pine boards in a clever vertical arrangement, making a kind of aesthetically uneven cylinder. The walls were a matching timber, in vertical slats in uneven lengths, giving the top, near high windows, a sort of rampart-look.

      No. Like a ridge-line with trees making things jagged. All done with a reason.

      Around the central area there were scattered sets of hard plastic seats. Four to a set, on steel frames. Some were in rows and some were kind of haphazard.

      People were still coming and going. She was the last of the passengers. The others had been shuffled off to various locations with various locals.

      Small towns. That was something to be grateful for. That wonderful hospitality and endless good cheer.

      That had been her father’s attraction to the place. Backwoods Alaska.

      He’d moved almost twenty years ago, leaving Alicia and David with their mother back in Oklahoma. Alicia felt neutral on his departure, now, but knew that if she dug deeper she would find layers of resentment and anger and disappointment.

      Things she wasn’t ready to face.

      Perhaps that had been part of the plane going down here in Wilkes Landing. Perhaps it was the universe giving her a moment’s reprieve. An extra day or so, close by but not right there in the thick of things.

      She smiled to herself. It wasn’t like her to look beyond the practical and day-to-day. Some overworked and underpaid engineer might have inadvertently under-tightened a bolt and oil had leaked and the engine hadn’t like that.

      There was a practical reason behind it.

      There had to be.

      Somewhere north of this quaint little town lay Candleton, a quaint little town itself. The place her father had escaped to all those years ago.

      She had visited before. Once, right before college when she’d been almost nineteen, and again about five years ago.

      He’d seemed older and more tired then, of course, but on reflection now, perhaps he’d already been sick.

      The semi-official documents said that it had been fast and peaceful, but of course that could have just been the very end itself.

      Perhaps he’d gotten sick, gone into remission and then when it came back it was with a vengeance.

      Why wouldn’t he have been in contact sooner? Why did she have to find out through telephone tag with a lawyer?

      Another breath.

      There was a corner of the terminal’s public space with a couple of bright, humming vending machines. Sodas and snacks. Alicia was peckish, but not hungry. At least not that hungry.

      Uncertain, really. Couldn’t think about food. Couldn’t think about anything much.

      If she’d been quicker off the mark. she would have called and found herself a place to stay already. And thinking of that then sent her into a little spiral of odd thoughts.

      What about the other passengers? And were there really so many accommodation options in Wilkes Landing?

      There had been council staff around, helping organize things. They’d checked in with her, but as a relatively young, single woman, they’d taken care of others ahead of her, which was just fine. She was happy to defer to families and older people of course.

      So she’d sat in a corner going through the documents and sending updates on her phone. At least there were phone towers so she had bars and data.

      The place felt so very remote. There were a couple of helicopters out on the airport’s apron, and a few light planes. Service vehicles. A few hangars and sheds. A wire fence, and beyond that, sparse houses and then forest.

      Like Candleton, really. Smaller, though, she had that sense.

      With a couple of quick texts, she’d led Melissa and Olivia know that already the plan was going a little sideways, but that she was all right.

      Melissa had texted back almost right away

      
      No plan survives first contact with Alaska.

      
      Alicia had texted back emojis. A grin and a snowman.

      No response from Olivia yet, but she would probably be at the gym after tough day managing depositions.

      Olivia loved training with weights. She’d actually held a local record by lifting one hundred eighty pounds. She was remarkably strong.

      What was the time now in Tulsa? There was a big clock above one of the terminal’s service desks, with a row of smaller clocks showing times in the big centers. Los Angeles, Houston, Chicago, New York. Then Paris, Munich and Vladivostok.

      That Russian city seemed an odd addition, but on reflection, it was kind of close, in a general sense. Russia lay just off the Alaskan coast, though Vladivostok was far to the south. Alicia closed her eyes and tried to picture a globe. Vladivostok
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